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DA'WAH TO AMERICANS: THEORY AND PRACTICE 


I. INTRODUCTION ' 

I am convinced that many of the failures to bring Islam to Americans can be 
attributed to a lack of understanding in the following areas: 

A. The basic psychology of attitudinal change 

B. The basic values and beliefs of Americans 

C. The fundamentals of Christian theology 

Obviously, one would have to write a book on each of the topics to do justice to them. 
Unfortunately, here I can only attempt to make some provisional suggestions. It is up to 
the reader to accept, reject, or add to my suggestions; but more importantly, to act— to 
make the ideal, the real. 

II. THE PSYCHOLOGY OF DA'WAH 

Psychologists have found that certain properties of the deliverer of a message, as well 
as the receiver of the message, help predict the probability of a change in the receiver's 
attitude. Consistently, it has been found that a speaker who is perceived as highly presti- 
gious is more influential in changing attitudes than one who is held in low esteem.* Conse- 
quently, organized da’wah efforts should focus on enlisting speakers who are not only competent, 
but have the qualities that others view as exemplifying competence; e.g., dignity, confidence, 
poise, precision in speech, intelligence. 

Correlative to the qualities of the speaker are the hearer's qualities. For example, 

certain audiences are more open to debates and discussions, whereas other audiences are 

influenced more by lectures. Two groups tend to be convinced by the lecture format; viz., 

audiences composed largely of those who initially agree with the content of the lecture and 

audiences composed primarily of uneducated individuals. The discussion format is more 

successful with individuals who initially oppose the message and with more educated 
2 

individuals. The implications these facts have for da'wah are clear. Try lecturing to blue- 
collar workers, high school students, etc. Group discussions might work better with pro- 
fessionals, college students, and hostile audiences. A combination of a short lecture 
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Do not expect that just because you challenge someone's beliefs that he will immediately 
and invariably embrace Islam. There are several other possible responses. 

1. The person might ignore you or stop thinking about the issue. 7 Some people will 
come right out and say, "I don't want to discuss it anymore." 

2. He may try to avoid you, attack your character, gossip about you, or otherwise 
verbally or physically attack you.** 

3. Intelligent individuals, or individuals who view themselves as enlightened, will 
often agree that it is O. K. to disagree.** 

4. The person might try to belittle the importance of the conversation. For example, 
he might say that it is a quibble over semantics, an intellectual game, or not related to 
the practicalities of life. 1 ® 

5. Individuals who embrace some large philosophical outlook can try to subsume the 
message under their world view. 1 1 Christians could hear your argument as evidence that 
you embrace the folly of man rather than the wisdom of Christ. A Marxist, can view you 
as tacitly cooperating with the imperialist capitalist pigs. In fact, they can be so busy 
trying to fit your beliefs into their ideology that they hear very little of what you say. 

6. There is a group of individuals who thrive on conflict and debate. ^ Often they are 
hedonistic, liberal arts types who argue for the sake of arguing. They are not interested in 
the truth and will often take a position they do not even believe in just to exercise their 
wits. There is a natural tendency to dismiss these noncommittal types as hopeless cases, 
but if you can find out what they do take seriously, then that can serve as a starting point 
for a real dialogue. 

7. Robert S. Ellwood discusses what he calls the "metaphysical tramps". These 
individuals jump from religion to religion and are usually very attentive to anything that 
differs from the American mainstream of religions. The typical "metaphysical tramp" is 
white, female, single, well-read, highly educated, and has few friends. 13 They are given 
to sudden conversions, become very active, and then begin to complain that they are not 
being fulfilled. I have met this type repeatedly on college campuses, and when they inquire 
about Islam they usually want to hear about Sufism, mysticism, and the esoteric. I do not 



suggest that one should discourage such individuals, but I think that if one meets someone 
with these characteristics, it is wise to slowly introduce to Islam emphasizing that 
Islam is against any mystical flights from reality. 

In the U. S. you will often encounter highly prejudicial individuals. Usually, individuals 
who are socially mobile, especially downward, are more bigoted than individuals who expeiie nee 
socioeconomic stability. ^ The white lower-middle class are often hostile to foreigners, 
blacks, intellectuals, and anyone other than equally bigoted fundamentalists. For these 
individuals, and for authoritarian personalities in general, rigid attitudes serve an important 
ego-defensive function.^ Simple black-and-white categories, as can be found in fundamental- 
ist Protestantism, help them make sense of a world that is rapidly changing. 

One psychological study found that when scientists provided bigoted individuals with 
a discussion of how their prejudicial attitudes functioned to protect their ego against real 
or imagined dangers, that the researchers were more successful than when they gave them 
factual information about blacks, Catholics, etc.^ Bigots rarely hold their prejudicial 
views for intellectual reasons; therefore, a purely intellectual approach to overcome the 
prejudice rarely works. Consequently, da'wah to these individuals must be highly personal 
with an appeal to their emotions as well as their reason. If literature is distributed to them, 
make it brief and in very readable english. Avoid foreign words, even transliterations. 

Instead, give them the meaning of Islam in the language and style they understand. 

Individuals who are victims of discrimination and the objects of prejudice are often 
the ones most likely to embrace a new religion. Those who are socially, economically, 
and politically disinherited are also much more likely to join cults, sects, and fundamentalist 
millenarian groups.^ It is not surprising that these same individuals often inquire into 
Islam, not that Islam shares an essential similarity to the above-mentioned religious groups, 
but because of Islam's clarity of lifestyle and egalitarian practices. In the U. S., the greatest 
number of converts to Islam has come from urban minorities. Unfortunately, in the minds 
of many Americans,Islam in America is synonymous with Black Muslims. More specifically, 
they remember the violent acts in the 1960's and 1970's performed by individuals who called 



themselves Muslims. Regardless of whether the acts were justifiable, Americans view 
Islam as a racist religion. Da'wah efforts must be focused to a much greater extent on 
middle class suburban families, those in small towns, and rural areas as well as urban 
minorities. It must be stressed that Islam has no ethnic or color barriers. 

Finally, studies show that even if someone changes his attitudes he might revert back 
to his old belief if he does not have a supportive environment.** Muslims committed to 
da'wah must direct more of their attention to the new convert. Anyone who has lived in 
America knows that America is filled with temptations diametrically opposed to the Islamic 
ideal. Therefore, the new Muslim needs to develop a total Islamic identity by being fully 
incorporated into the life of the Muslim community. Expect the American convert to feel 
alienated from his culture and friends, and be prepared to bring American Muslims brothers 
together where they can develop new friendships and a new identity while they resolve 
problems they share as converts. It is also helpful to encourage friendships between know- 
ledgeable brothers and the new convert. Also, since these converts are often very eager 
to get involved in da'wah work where their knowledge of the culture can be quite valuable, 
invite them to get involved, giving them the appropriate guidance. 

Related to the issue of conversion is the statistic that converts who come to embrace 
a religion over an extended time period have a greater chance of maintaining their faith 
than those who experience a sudden, emotional conversion. During the extended conversion 
period, the inquirer has the opportunity to confront adjustment problems gradually. The 
sudden convert often meets the problems "all at once" and can experience a period of great 
crisis. Crises may be inevitable for the American convert, but someone with a clear 
understanding of Islam has a better chance of meeting the challenge. If someone does 
experience a sudden conversion, the need for community is even greater. Make sure that 
fellow Muslims channel the convert's zeal onto the clear Sunnah-lit path. 

III. AMERICANS: THEIR BELIEFS AND VALUES 

It is not easy to sketch a profile of the average American given their diversity, but 
some statistics may help give us a better picture of what Americans are like. The typical 
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be separate. Many also believe that Christianity and capitalism are synonymous. 

During the 1960's and 1970's, there was growing disapproval and distrust of the 
American government. During this time, great strides were made in the legislative and 
judicial spheres for minorities, women, the handicapped, and the unemployed. Later, with 
the U. S. petroleum shortage, the Iranian crisis, the rise of the moral majority, and massive 
unemployment, Americans developed more conservative values. The typical college student 
is more interested in getting a good job, joining a fraternity, wearing the right clothes, and 
driving the right car, than in the meaning of life, social justice, and charitable acts. By the 
time these students reach their twenties, many have no sense of direction or purpose to their 
lives. Consequently, they turn to alcohol, drugs, and casual sex to either numb their senses 
or overwhelm themselves with an alternative consciousness. For a growing number, these 
false pleasures have lost their potency so in desperation they turn to perversions that 
ultimately end in despair or an incessant search for a lost innocence. 

In stark contrast to the "lost generation" you will meet many other good individuals who 
work hard to raise their children, and who look at the world around them and wonder where it 
all went wrong. For the ones who are uneducated, simple solutions are seized upon as "the" 
solution. You might hear them blame the communists, drug dealers, OPEC, homosexuals, 
liberal professors, blacks, big business, etc., for America's problems. 

For the most part, Americans are uninformed about politics and they rarely get involved 
in political action. For example, in 1980, only 57.7% of those who had reached voting age 
in Indiana actually voted. ^ If asked why, many Americans would respond that all politicians 
are corrupt and that voting is just a waste of time. But while Americans often criticize an 
administration and complain about the economy, they never question the integrity of the 
political system or capitalism. For them, America is still the greatest country on the face 
of the earth. 

In addition to these general points, there are some characteristics of Americans that 
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are directly relevant to da'wah. 

1. American's are cynical. Consequently, if you profess to believe something, then you 
had better practice what you preach; otherwise, they will be quick to judge you a hypocrite. 
They might also conclude that since you are a Muslim and you do bad things, that Islam is 
bad. It is obviously faulty logic, but the fact remains that they will judge Islam by your 
actions. Your actions speak louder than your words; therefore, act like a Muslim. 

2. As children, Americans are taught that it is impolite to discuss religion or politics. 

So while they might bring up the subjects when they are alone with you, they could think that 
it is in bad taste to discuss the issue in the presence of a group of people. Some individuals 
are very embarrassed to discuss religion in public. There are other ways to publicly discuss 
Islam avoiding any such embarrassment. Individuals will be interested in learning about 
your culture, so why not discuss the Islamic elements of your culture. When someone asks 
you why you refuse to drink alcohol, date, eat pork, or wear revealing clothes, you can use 
the occasion to introduce them to some facts about Islam. 

3. Americans are amazed at how friendly Muslims are. Some will interpret it as 
naivete, but nonetheless they will find your politeness, kindness, honesty, and concern very 
refreshing. This is most important, because Americans complain that religious people are 
only interested in their souls, but not in them, not in their personality. Show them that 
Muslims do care about personalities as well as souls. Friendship; displays of concern about 
their health, their families, their school grades; invitations to dinner; and small gifts are very 
touching in the busy impersonal world that America has become. 

4. Americans tend to be punctual. If you have an appointment, either business or 
social, then be on time. Also, Americans rarely visit someone unannounced. Even good 
friends or relatives will call before they drop in for a visit. 

5. Correct the myths that Americans have about Islam. To many, Islam is synonymous 
with the sword, oil, Arabs, slavery for women, and disgusting displays of wealth. Mis- 
representations of Islam are commonplace. For example, a Bible handbook printed by a 
Protestant press calls Islam, "a religion of the sword and hate". 22 


A newspaper article stated 



that Islam did not begin to practice polygamy until after World War II. 23 Is it any wonder that 
Americans hold such strange views about Islam? Try to show them that these stereotypes 
are not true. This won’t be easy, because often the Muslims who are most visible are the 
ones who act the most un-Islamically. A portion of our efforts should concentrate on bringing 
Muslims back to Islam. In the long run, this may be the most effective way of spreading 
Islam in America. 

6. Because few Americans know much about Christian theology, do not assume that 
they understand or accept the doctrines of the Incarnation, the Trinity, original sin, the 
infallibility of the Pope, transubstantiation. For purposes of da'wah never tell a 
Christian what he believes. Find out what his understanding of Christianity is, and use his 
understanding as the basis for introducing Islam to him. For example, you will find many 
Christians who do not believe that 3esus is God or that a baby is born sinful. It would be 
easy to introduce these individuals to the Islamic view of the nature of 3esus or discuss the 
meaning of baptism in light of someone taking a shower when he converts to Islam. For 
Roman Catholics, water is blessed and placed at the entrance of the church. A Catholic 
dips his fingers in the "holy water" and blesses himself with the sign of the cross upon entering 
the church. The priest also washes his hands during the mass before the consecration of the 
bread and wine. These practices give Muslims a common ground to discuss the Islamic 
practice of ablution. 

IV. CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY 

Christianity has divided into so many churches, sects, and cults, that it is extremely 
difficult to even talk about "the beliefs" of Christians. One of the most common mistakes 
that Muslims make is to assume that all Christians believe the same doctrines and practice 
the same rituals. Nothing could be farther from the truth. 

For the purposes of this paper I have decided to divide American Christians into three 
groups: Roman Catholics, Protestants, and a miscellaneous group. I will try to indicate 
the differences among the groups concluding with the implications for da'wah. 


ROMAN CATHOLICISM. Since Catholicism is the oldest Christian faith and the 




to be identical to the Jewish Law or Torah. The Catholic Old Testament also has seven 
more books than the Protestant version. Catholics recognize that parts of the Bible are 
obscure; therefore, they appeal to the early Church Fathers, church councils, and papal 
declarations for its authoritative interpretation. The Church's interpretation of the Bible 
tends not to be fundamentalist; i. e., literalist, although on some doctrines the Church takes a 
literalist stance. 

Official doctrine is that Adam and Eve (not necessarily actual historical persons) were 
created by God in a state of innocence and holiness. They were tempted by Satan to eat from 
the forbidden tree of the knowledge of good and evil resulting in their loss of the right to 
heaven. As a consequence ofthis "original sin" they and all their descendants, except the 
Virgin Mary, were doomed to suffering, death, and an innate disposition to evil. Only 
Jesus' death and resurrection could atone for original sin. 

To understand how Jesus' death could merit such reward one has to understand the 
doctrine of the Incarnation. Supposedly, Jesus is the perfect Son of God, who took a human 
nature and united it with his divine nature. Thus Catholics believe that Jesus is fully man 
and fully God. Original sin was viewed as infinitely serious because it was against the 
infinitely perfect God. Therefore, only a perfect sacrifice could atone for the sin. Only God 







The Church holds that Jesus, in obedience to the will of the Father, instituted the 
Catholic Church through which the life of Christ is poured into the believers through the 
sacraments, also instituted by Christ. The Church through its priests, distributes the sacra- 
ments, supposedly giving the believer the grace necessary to attain eternal bliss in heaven. 
There are seven sacraments: baptism, reconciliation (confession), holy eucharist (communion), 
confirmation, anointing of the sick, holy orders (ordination), and matrimony. 

1. Baptism. Baptism is the sacrament that is supposed to remove original sin from the 
soul and make the individual a Christian. It consists of at least pouring water over the 
person's forehead with the priest saying, "I baptize thee in the name of the Father, and of 
the Son, and of the Holy Spirit". Baptism is viewed as necessary for salvation. Catholics 
baptize infants, since anyone who dies without baptism is not assured of salvation. 

2. Confirmation. Confirmation is usually administered by a bishop to children in order 
to give them the special grace and strength to defend their faith. 

3. Reconciliation (confession). It is claimed that confession is the sacrament in which 
the sins committed after baptism are forgiven by a priest. All Catholics, including the Pope, 
bishops, priests, and lay people are required to confess their serious sins to a priest at least 
once a year. In order to be forgiven the Catholic must be truly sorry for his sins and make 

a firm resolution never to commit the sin again. Following the confession the priest assigns 
a penance, usually a small number of prayirs, as temporal punishment for sinning against God. 

4. Holy Eucharist (Communion). This is the sacrament which the Church says 
contains the true body and blood of Jesus under the appearances of bread and wine. 

Catholics believe that the priest has the power to change the bread and wine into the body 
and blood of 3esus. This change is called transubstantiation and is generally rejected by 
Protestants. In all Catholic churches some of the consecrated bread is kept in a golden 
bowl (ciborium) within a tabernacle. Catholics genuflect, touch their knee to the floor, in 
the direction of the tabernacle before they sit in church as a sign of respect to Christ. 

5. Holy Orders (Ordination). Ordination is the sacrament by which male Catholics 
become priests and receive the power and grace to perform the mass and forgive sins. 
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Presently, a priest can not marry; however, this is only a church law instituted by Lateran 
II Council in 1139 and can be changed by the pope at any time. 

6. Matrimony. Marriage is the sacrament by which a Christian man and woman are 
united in marriage until one of them dies. A valid marriage may not be terminated for any 
reason. To obtain a divorce and to remarry while the original spouse is still alive is to commit 
adultery. However, under certain conditions the Church can issue a decree of nullity 
declaring the apparently valid marriage actually invalid. Since the primary purpose of 
marriage is to have children, any artificial means of preventing pregnancy is sinful. 
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U. S. membership of 9.8 million as compared to 29 million Baptists. Methodists accept 
the above-mentioned Baptist beliefs, but their evangelistic zeal is not quite so intense. In 
addition, they stress the assurance of salvation and the possibility for the convert to 
experience complete holiness in this life. 

Lutherans. Lutherans claim a membership of 9 million, making them the third largest 
Protestant church. The central article of faith is that man is born completely evil and can 
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only become righteous in the sight of God through God's grace which forgives us our sins. 

Baptism is necessary for salvation and is performed upon infants. Lutherans also practice 
optional private confession and a non-sacramental rite of confirmation. Their worship 
service is highly ceremonial and is very close to the Catholic form of worship. 

Presbyterians. There are presently 4.5 million U. S. Presbyterians. Presbyterians 
accept the sacraments of baptism and holy eucharist. Baptism is not viewed as necessary 
for salvation and can be performed on either infants or adults. They can be extremely 
liberal theologically or extremely fundamentalist. The church has a reputation of being a 
"comfortable" religion of the upper-middle class, but historically it has fought vehemently 
for therights of minorities. Many Presbyterians hold to Calvin's doctrine of predestination, 

"eternal life is foreordained for some, and eternal damnation for others. 

Episcopaleans. There are 3 million Episcopaleans in the country, but membership is 
steadily declining. The church is intermediate in theology between Catholicism and the 
other Protestant bodies. While scripture has primary importance, some authority is attached to 
tradition. Some Episcopaleans accept all seven sacraments, venerate the saints, and share 
other Catholic practices. The church is marked by a wide variety of beliefs and practices. 

On September 16, 1977, nearly 500,000 members oficially broke away from the main body 
pledging to form the Anglican Church in North America. The complaints of the dissidents 
included protests against the ordination of women, the replacement of the Book of Common Prayer, 
and liberal positions on abortion and divorce. In contrast to this conservative movement, one 
can find many churches holding "Integrity" meetings where homosexual members and clergy 
come together to worship and socialize. Recently, Roman Catholics have started a similar 
group called "Dignity". 

Holiness Sects. The Holiness Sects are a loose collection of sects that share the belief 
that each person can become holy in this life. They tend to be emotionally charged 
fundamentalist groups attracting lower-middle class and lower class individuals. In addition 
to the traditional Protestant Christian beliefs many believe that Jesus's Second Coming is 
upon us. The Pentecostal groups stress a second baptism of the Holy Spirit in which the 



Planet Earth , describes the Arab cause against "Israel" as part of the Communist movement 
to destroy the restored state of "Israel". ^ These fundamentalist groups have polluted 
television and radio with countless programs constantly begging for donations to fight 
atheistic secular humanism and to convert what they call the "Moslem pagans" in the Middle 
East and Africa. 

Two groups, not accepted by the Christian mainstream, but found on nearly every college 
campus, are the Mormons and the Moonies. A common sight on campus is a couple of clean- 
cut, handsome, young men in navy-blue or black trousers and white shirts riding bicycles and 
distributing literature mentioning the Prophet Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon. These 
young men are missionaries for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (the Mormons). 
The Mormons believe that they are the true Church of Christ restored in America. They 
base their beliefs on the Book of Mormon dictated by Joseph Smith who claimed to have been 
visited by the angel Moroni, who directed him toa secret case containing gold plates inscribed 
in secret symbols that he could read with the help of instruments also given to him by Moroni. 
Mormons believe in a physical God and that prophecy continues even today. They are very 
moralistic refraining from alcohol, tobacco, tea, coffee, birth control, and divorce. Until 
recently they did not permit blacks to enter the priesthood, but a new revelation supposedly 
reversed this practice. Mormons are a very successful and distinctively American religious 
sect. 

There are more than 1,000 cults in the U. S. with an estimated combined membership of 
approximately two million. One of the most publicized and active of these cults is Reverand 
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for Jewish concerns. In June 1982, the "Evangelical Christian Declaration of Support for 
Israel and the American Jewish Community" was drawn up affirming that the evangelicals 
are committed to the security of "Israel", believe that Jews are the "Chosen People of God”, 
and call for Arab leaders to unequivocally embrace the legitimacy of the "Israeli" State. ^ 

In light of these unholy alliances, Muslims must develop an extensive, well-organized 
campaign to inform liberal Protestant and fundamentalist Protestant ministers about the 
history of Palestine and the truth about Islam. This must become a priority both, at the 
national level and the individual masjid level. National, regional, state, and city 
Christian organizations must be contacted as well as individual churches. 
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9. Episcopaleans, Catholics, and Lutherans are used to highly ritualistic religions. Their 
members will be attracted to the Islamic form of prayer and fasting. Many of these individ- 
uals have a keen sense of social justice. If there is any area that Muslims in America have 
neglected it is a sense of social justice. Muslims in the U. S. must become more visible and 
vehement in their support of minority rights, fair wage laws, and economic reform. 

5. Fundamentalists are not impressed by ritual. They seek stability, assurance of a 
perfect divinely inspired religious text, and emotional satisfaction from their religion. They 
treat the Bible as a science text; therefore, they will be impressed by demonstrations of 
the agreement of science and religion. Muslims knowledgeable in the Qur'an as well as 
science may be particularly suited to talking with these individuals. Remember that 

these groups have a very strong emotional attachment to Jesus as their Savior. Rather than 
directly attacking the sin of shirk, let them know what the Qur'an and ahadith say about 
Jesus. I have found that Sura XIX (Mariam) often impresses fundamentalists. Liberal 
Protestants do not take the Bible as infallible so these tactics won't work with them, although 
they will be intellectually interested in the Qur'an and in comparing religions. 

For many of the fundamentalists, drinking, gambling, pornography, dancing, and rock 
music are viewed as immoral. The Islamic sense of morality can serve as a common ground 
for dialogue with them. Finally, fundamentalists are violently opposed to Communists. 

Assure them that Islam is also opposed to any atheistic system. 

6. Christianity claims to be the religion of Love. In the Gospel of St. Mark 12: 30-31, 
Jesus supposedly repeated Deuteronomy 6: 5 and Leviticus 19: 18, essentially saying that 
the basic law for Christians is to love God with your whole heart, soul, mind, and strength; 
and to love your neighbor as yourself. When a Muslim has said or done a particularly generous 
thing, I have heard well-intentioned Christians say, "He is more Christian than Christians are". 
Simple acts of love that are much appreciated by Americans are: cards or flowers given upon 
the death of a loved one, an offer to go to the grocery when someone is sick, an occasional 
telephone call asking them how they are doing, a post card when you go on vacation, a 
"thinking of you" card when you are separated by long distances and time, or a smile and 
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